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CATTLEMEN, CONSERVATIONISTS, AND
THE TAYLOR GRAZING ACT
JOE A. STOUT,

FROM

JR."

of settlement to the twentieth century, the
United States disposed of, donated, and despoiled the public domain. By the end of the nineteenth century, however, a few farsighted men realized how seriously the land had been squandered,
and they sought to bring about a change in the general philosophy
of land policy. By this time a conservation policy had been put into
effect for the forests; yet the grazing lands were far from being
conserved. Not until 1934, with the passage of the Taylor Grazing
"Act, did a significant change occur.
This new grazing act withdrew 173,000,000 acres of unreserved
public lands, scattered among private and state-owned lands in the
western states, and established grazing districts. These districts
originally were administered by the Grazing Service of the Depart" ment of the Interior in cooperation with local stockmen; however,
since 1946 the Grazing Service has been a part of the Bureau of
Land Management. The Taylor Grazing Act also provided for the
issuance of permits to individual users. Although these permits are
limited to ten years, they can be renewed to insure a fairly secure
tenure for users. Today more than thirty thousand farmers and
ranchers graze livestock on public land in the western states.
The prelude to the passage of the Taylor Grazing Act was a
series of bills and debates in Congress, where special interest
groups such as ranchers, farmers, and conservationists expressed
their views. Early in 1932 a public lands committee, appointed by
THE EARLY DAYS

• This paper was prepared under the direction of Professor Herbert H. Lang of
Texas A & M University, to whom 1 am extremely grateful.
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President Herbert Hoover and headed by James R. Garfield, suggested new controls for the public land. The recommendations of
this group were embodied in the Evans bill, H. R. 5840' Essentially the committee recommended giving surface rights of the land
to the states, while reserving all oil, mineral, and other subsurface
rights for the Federal government. The western states strongly opposed this potential loss of wealth, and the bill was defeated. The
supporters of H. R. 5840 recognized the need for land regulation,
and in 1932 the Colton bill, which was essentially the same as the
future Taylor bill, was introduced by Representative Don B. Colton of Utah. It met the same defeat as previous bills.
Representative Edward T. Taylor of Colorado had helped Colton write the bill. Colton lost his bid for re-election in 1932. Taylor reintroduced the bill a year later, only to have the plan rejected
by the Senate. Finally, in the 73rd Congress, on March 10, 1933,
he introduced H. R. 6462, the grazing bill bearing his name,
which eventually became law. Taylor's success did not come easily.
Many groups fought bitterly to prevent passage of the bill; others
vigorously supported it.
.The western stockmen were especially concerned with grazing
regulation, for they believed that the passage of regulatory legislation such as the Taylor bill would restrict their use of the public
domain and would lead to financial chaos. Believing that their way
of life was threatened, the stockmen of the West led a strong attack against passage of the Taylor Grazing Act. Their opposition
was not sufficient, for conservationists energetically expressed their
support of Taylor's bill.
To the average American, the western stockmen were colorful
and unique creatures, concerned mainly with cattle breeding,
rodeos, and ranches, bound by their environment, with little interest or knowledge beyond that. In truth, western stockmen have
long been concerned with any facet of politics that directly affects
them. For years ranchmen of the West used the unappropriated
public domain in the eleven western states as a grazing area for
their livestock. Although the Federal government held the land in
trust, throughout the history of the public domain in the United

STOUT: TAYLOR GRAZING ACT

313

States, little .Federal control was exercised. The stockmen believed
that the passage of any regulatory legislation, such as the proposed
Taylor bill, would lead to serious financial problems among stock
growers.
Beyond the one-hundredth meridian, stock growers faced a
variety of ills. Scant vegetation, little rainfall, and predatory animals all served to limit the cattleman's profits. Ranchers learned to
adapt to the environment by whatever means were available, even
if those means involved such illegal action as fencing governmentowned land. 1 The general condition of the range was poor. Farm
interests realized that "the unreserved public domain consists of
land unsuited for cultivation, and its problems are of a special
character and, viewed from the standpoint of agriculture as a
whole, of relatively minor significance."2 The western stockmen
believed the public domain to be significant only so long as the
lands could be used as they saw fit. As a result of environmental
conditions, the ranchers practiced overgrazing to such an extent
that the "range deterioration . . . exposed the soil to abnormal
erosion."3
The condition of the range land in Idaho was an example of
what the cattlemen of the West faced. The surface was covered
with sagebrush, grasses were scattered, and the area produced
little feed. Many of the ranges became infested with poisonous
plants which killed large numbers of sheep every year. Such conditions forced the rancher to make "the fatal mistake of trying to
break even by crowding more stock on an already depleted range; it
became apparent that the empire builders' battle cry, 'The Winning of the West,' must be changed to 'The Saving of the West.' "4
The result of uncontrolled grazing was the rapid destruction of the
productivity of the range lands. One western cattle rancher, Dan
D. Casement, writing in American Forests and Forest Life, urged
control of the ranges before the grazing lands were totally ruined
byerosion. 5
Because of sectional pressures the Federal government had not
followed a systematic policy of conservation. Instead of an effective land code, Congress passed "a series of acts inconsistent, con-
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Hicting, and piecemeal."6 A few ranchers had worked out a small
measure of control over use of the range, but their agreements included no conservation measures. The range was "largely 'open'
and unregulated in season, numbers, and kind of stock."7 Before
the stockmen would agree to regulation, however, they expressed,
in stockmen's journals and in Congress, their intent to oppose the
Taylor bill. Land economists realized how firm the stock growers'
stand would be. Virgil Hurlburt, an economist, wrote that "since
stockmen may be charged for a privilege they have enjoyed gratis
all these years, some opposition is to be expected."s
Opposition to the Taylor bill came from most of the eleven public-land states and from the major stock growers associations. As
early as February 1932 the National Wool Growers' Association
agreed on certain general principles of land policy change. A resolution adopted at this organization's national convention in 1932
stated that "it is the conviction of the majority of those present at
this meeting that each state should have the right to elect which
method should be adopted and applied within its borders."9 The
association opposed government withdrawals of land because of the
already poor financial condition of western stockmen. Several bills
were introduced into the Congress for a land policy change, but by
April 1932 the National Wool Grower, the official organ of the
National Wool Growers' Association, expressed the sentiments of
most stockmen. "It appears wholly unlikely that the committee
will report out the bills for transferring surface rights to the states
in their present form."lo During their annual meeting, the National Wool Growers' Association appointed a committee to study
public land problems. It recommended that the public domain be
sold to the stockmen, with preference given to those already using
the land. l l
The Colton bill, H. R. 11816, which passed the House of Representatives on February 7, 1933, provided for Federal control but
not cession. "The bill came before the Senate Committee on Public Lands on February 17, where it was vigorously and successfully
opposed by Senators Kendrick of Wyoming, Walsh of Montana,
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and Bratton of New Mexico."12 In July Secretary of the Interior
Harold 1. Ickes "ordered private fences removed from the public
domain in the West."13 This action opened range lands to all
stockmen, and caused great concern among the large graziers who
had occupied the lands. In the autumn pressure against Federal
regulation of the public domain continued to mount among cattlemen.
When Arizona sheepmen held their forty-seventh annual convention in August 1933, the delegates went on record as favoring
the Evans bill, which would cede all the public domain to the
states, as had been suggested by the Garfield Committee in 1932.14
The following year the Arizona Cattle Growers' Association also
went on record as opposing the proposed grazing regulation. "We
are unalterably opposed to the principles of the Taylor bill whereby
grazing on the public domain would be administered by the Department of the Interior."15 Wyoming's stock growers met in October 1933, and "reported a resolution similar to the one adopted
at the Denver Conference in August, but added their request for
the repeal of the 64o-acre grazing homestead act."16 Most Western
stockmen asked for "no more than their just dues,"17 on the
grounds that the range lands first belonged to the states. The last
significant livestock meeting of 1933 was the conference of the
American National Livestock Association in Denver, Colorado.
This association favored immediate cession of the public domain to
the states for sale to cattlemen, giving preference to present users. 1S
The idea of ceding the public domain to the states received support from A. A. Johns, president of the Arizona Wool Growers'
Association, when he spoke before the National Wool Growers'
Association in January 1934. This desire for cession was not unanimous. S. W. McClure, of Idaho, said his state opposed such action, and S. M. Jorgensen, president of the Utah Wool Growers'
Association, endorsed the Taylor bill. 19 The National Livestock
Association appointed committees, debated the public lands question, and adopted a resolution calling for the cession of the domain
to the states. Congressman S. E. Winters, of Wyoming, told the
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convention that "if the Taylor bill were enacted . . . a fundamental right of the people would be taken away, that of the right
to acquire title to the land."20
The Arizona Cattle Growers' Association, meeting in Phoenix
during January 1934, sent "a telegram to the state's representatives
in Congress in opposition to the Taylor bill."21 The Western Cattlemen's Association of the American National Livestock Association, meeting in Albuquerque, New Mexico, favored enactment of
a law to give the states the public domain, with no Federal interference. This convention debated the Taylor bill, as had other associations in the previous year. In this instance, advocates of Federal
control "agreed that eventually the domain ought to be ceded to
the states, but contended that the measure likely was the best that
could be secured from the present Congress."22 The members of
this convention resolved, however, that the states must own the
public domain lands within their boundaries.
By May of 1934, many cattlemen feared the battle was lost. The
editor of the National Wool Grower, F. R. Marshall, resigned himself to the passage of the Taylor Grazing Act, and he asked the
public lands committee of the Senate
to strengthen the bill to give greater assurance of preference to present
users of the range, to allow no charges in the first five years and to
give a flexible scale thereafter, and to give the Western countries all
of the fees collected except the amounts expended for improvements
'
on the range. 23

Even though some cattlemen expressed their belief that they were
fighting for a lost cause, opposition to the Taylor bill became intense, as was indicated at the convention of the Wyoming Stock
Growers in June 1934- This organization continued to oppose the
Taylor biIl. 24
Stock growers of the West vigorously opposed the Taylor bill in
both the House and Senate committee hearings. Stoc!{men's organizations sent telegrams to the hearings, and many representatives
of these associations appeared in person to plead their cases. Among
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those who appeared at the Senate Public Lands Committee hearing was J. B. Wilson of McKinley, secretary of the Wyoming
Wool Growers' Association. He contended that sentiment for the
Taylor bill was divided in his state. Most of the members of his
association favored cession of the public lands to the states. He
insisted that the range land had not deteriorated as a result of
overgrazing, but that vegetation was sparse because of the nature
of the climate. The Arizona Wool Growers' Association sent its
president, A. A. Johns. He related that contrary to what some
parties said about conflict between sheepmen and cattlemen, the
two groups got along well on the ranges. He claimed that "there
isn't any such thing in the Southwest as overgrazing. When we
have rain, we have a lot of feed; there is feed for everybody."
In contrast, the representative of the American Livestock Association, J. Elmer Brock of Wyoming, was very clear and precise in
expressing his organization's position on the Taylor bill. He immediately told the committee that the states should own the land.
"I shall not burden the committee with a history of the public
domain or the injustice of withdrawing it from the States on what
I consider to be the lack of Constitutional authority." He agreed
with Mr. Wilson, secretary of the Wyoming Wool Association,
who stated that no great erosion existed in the West. Mr. Brock
recalled that the earliest military expeditions into the West had
recorded that the country was denuded of vegetation; consequently, the only protection needed was that provided by nature for
many thousands of years. Brock criticized the Forest Service's administration of the forest grazing lands: "In spite of the immense
tracts that have been added to the forests under their regulated
control, they have reduced the carrying capacity of the forest [by]
1,400,000 head of stock." He and his organization favored the immediate cession of the public domain to the states, as did most
other Western groups.
Agreeing on land cession to the states, was Howard J. Smith,
Arizona State Land Commissioner, and a member of the Arizona
Cattle Growers' Association. Mr. Smith was concerned about the
permanent loss of the tax potential of the public domain. He op-
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posed Federal ownership, arguing that "we fear government ownership because we are dissatisfied with the experience that we have
had in the State of Arizona with government ownership." Smith
also urged elimination of public auctions for leases. If the Taylor
bill passed, the land commissioner feared it would not give preference to those already using the public domain. The state of Arizona
went on record against the Taylor bill, with Senator HarTy Ashurst
saying, "It ought at least, to be the policy of Congress not to destroy a State. You gave birth to Arizona some years ago. Now you
propose to break her limbs, crack her skull, and starve her to
death." Arizona s'uspected that the bill would work against the
small stockman or settler whose herd would become impounded
within one of the large grazier's leased areas. Western society must
protect the small stockmen at all costs.
The New Mexico Stock Growers' Association took the opposite
view, and sent representatives to the Senate hearings to support the
Taylor bill. Burton C. Mossman, representing the Wool Growers'
Association of that state, told the Committee that his association
had passed a resolution in January, favoring the Taylor bill. He
added, however, that the bill should be amended to protect those
"who have given their lives and their fortunes in developing the
water and the ranges and who know no other business than the
livestock business." Oliver M. Lee, of the New Mexico Cattle
Raisers' Association, endorsed the Taylor bill, but he suggested
some amendments. He thought the law should protect present
users by reading: "Rights to the use of water for mining, agricultural, manufacturing, or other purposes, vested and accrued and
which are recognized and acknowledged by the local customs,
laws and decisions of the courts shall be maintained and protected
in the possessors thereof." Lee desired, in essence, specific water
assignments to graziers. Senator Ashurst of Arizona accused the
New Mexico group of favoring the bill because they had illegally
fenced public lands in New Mexico. There was a measure of truth
in Ashurst's statement, in that passage of the amended bill would
require fencing of the lands, and the members of Lee's organization would be given preference to the exclusion of others.
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Few Westerners recognized the long-range significance of the
Taylor Grazing Act, but Henry I. Harriman, a Wyoming rancher
and president of the United States Chamber of Commerce, supported the bill for its true value to conservation. He recalled the
Mizpah-Pumpkin Creek experiment, a cooperative grazing district
established in Montana in 1928 by Congress, and noted with chagrin the difference in productivity of these lands which adjoined
his, and the general poor condition of his own grazing lands. He
believed that it would be better for the stockmen to pay a grazing
fee and to be assured that the ranges would not be overstocked. 25
In the hearings of the House Committee on Public lands, few
Western livestock men appeared to fight the Taylor bill. Those
who did appear desired the same changes in the Taylor bill that
were later presented to the Senate committee.
Dan H. Hughes, representing the Colorado Wool Growers' Association, recalled that his organization had dealt with the Forest
Service for twenty-eight years, and that the experience had been
beneficial for all concerned. His organization believed that the
Taylor bill should pass, but that the Forest Service should administer the new law. He told the House committee that "the livestock
industry of the West conceded the need of regulating the remaining public domain for grazing purposes." F. R. Carpenter, representing the stockmen of northwest Colorado, joined in the support
for regulation, saying Federal control was the stockmen's "only
chance against being completely wiped out of existence as far as
the cow industry [was] concerned."
The most common concern of the Westerners was protection for
the current users of the public domain. Representative Scrugham
of Nevada concurred, saying he had received over two hundred
letters urging defeat of the Taylor bill. It was his opinion that "if
this bill passed, the average stockman in the State of Nevada is
put in an anomalous position of having his ranch owned by himself; the water used by grazing stock controlled by the state and
the grazing lands themselves controlled by two or more government bureaus." Representative Compton I. White, of Idano, also
presented numerous telegrams and letters from his constituents
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that urged the dropping of the Taylor bill in the committee. Representative Harry 1. Englebright of California presented letters
from the California Cattlemen's Association urging the same and
also immediate cession of the public domain to the states. Englebright read a telegram from the Modoc County Cattlemen's Association which stated that their organization opposed any change
in the public domain laws, because cattlemen "now have their
backs to the wall fighting for existence and many must fail if their
financial burdens are increased" by paying a Federal leasing fee.
The Grange organizations agreed with the large stockmen who
believed that the Taylor Grazing Act would be ruinous to their
cause. The Idaho Grange organizations sent letters and telegrams
to Compton 1. White. The May, Idaho, Grange advised White
that they had studied the Taylor bill and found it would result in
extra expense and hardship, making the livestock business a bad investment. 26 Opposition to the Taylor bill was strong but the committee recommended it for passage, with minor changes.
Representatives Rich of Connecticut and Englebright of California signed the minority report which stated that the new grazing
act would "result in confusion and serious loss to the industry."27
By the first of June, 1934, stock growers, and the West in general, realized that the Taylor Grazing Act could not be defeated,
or amended to their complete satisfaction. Colorado stockmen met
at Sterling, Colorado, in June 1934, and made no official mention
of the Taylor bilp8 The cattlemen's organizations resigned themselves to defeat, and to the certain passage of the Taylor Grazing
Act. The Oregon Cattlemen's Association met in July, after the
passage of the act, and endorsed the principles embodied in the
new law. 29 By the middle of 1934, some ranchers looked anew at
the success of the Mizpah-Pumpkin Creek grazing experiment
and saw the similarities in the Taylor bill. Some cattlemen were
willing to concede that the principles of this earlier experiment had
been incorporated into the Taylor bill, in order that the stockmen
of the West would have adequate summer and winter grazing
lands. so
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The Taylor Grazing Act was in effect by November 1934, when
the New York Times recorded the withdrawal of public domain
lands "from settlement, location or entry, and the reservation for
classification, of all vacant, unreserved and unappropriated public
lands in twelve Western States."31 Cattlemen commented little
about the Taylor Grazing Act at this time, but by I 936 evidence
remained that many cattlemen still disliked the Federal regulation
imposed on them. The T ucson Weekly Market Report and News
Letter, a publication of the Arizona cattle growers, described the
new land policy as "the first step towards the alluring goal of collectivization of the entire cattle business."32
One final question remained unanswered. Did the majority of
stockmen oppose the Taylor Grazing Act or did opposition stem
from only a few influential interests that controlled the livestock
organizations? Bernard DeVoto stated in 1948 that the political
lobbyists of the previous year, who claimed to represent the lives~ock industry, may have represented only a minority. "When you
inquire what percentage of Western stock growers belong to the
two national associations, for instance, you get not figures but polite evasions: it is a small percentage."33 Regardless of the number
or percentage of stock growers who opposed the Taylor bill, they
could not mount enough influence to stop the strong conservationist movement. The conservationists, after waging a fight in forestry
journals and weekly periodicals of all types and winning the support of the Roosevelt administration, proved too strong in desire
and influence to allow the stockmen to kill the Taylor grazing bill.

THROUGHOUT the 1920'S and 1930'S the aim of conservationists
was to fight for effective Federal control of the public domain.
This fight began in earnest in the 1920'S, and was only partially
won with the passage of the Taylor Grazing Act in 1934. Conservationists were certain that chaos and loss would follow if the problems of conserving and developing America's public lands were not
solved quickly. It was often recalled in the literature of the day
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that the national government had once owned 1,455,000 acres of
public lands, but by 1925 only twenty-three per cent of this total
was still owned by the nation. 34 The history of the dispersal of the
land and of the treatment accorded lands still in government hands
was not reassuring.
Abuse of the public domain began shortly after the Civil War,
during the great cattle boom. Trail drivers, needing water for their
cattle, stayed close to water holes; as a consequence, grass became
sparse on the trails. Hard winters and drought in the 1880'S and
1890'S caused the death of many cattle. During the nineties, tramp
stockmen passed through the public lands, denuding large areas
in a single trip. To protect their investments, cattlemen illegally
fenced parts of the public domain to keep out migrant stockmen.
"Seven million acres involving 465 illegal enclosures appear in
the tables of the land office report for 1887."35 The range lands
steadily deteriorated until they reached a point where poisonous
plants were replacing forage and killing livestock.
In I 926 Herman H. Chapman, professor of forestry at Yale,
revealed the full extent of the range damage. He urged immediate
Federal control of these lands, under the Department of Agriculture. Chapman, in urging repeal of the 64o-acre homestead law,
added that public opinion must "demand a rational solution of the
policy of future use of our public domain."36 The nation and public opinion neither took action nor paid heed to Chapman's words.
Conservation, according to the administrations of Presidents Calvin
Coolidge and Herbert Hoover, was a matter for individuals and
state governments to handle.
In I 929 President Herbert Hoover announced his plan to cede
to the states the remaining public domain lands, in order that the
states might better solve the range problems within their borders. The conservationists, and many other interested parties,
thought differently, however, and were determined to undermine
and halt Hoover's plans. Conservationists clamored that Hoover's
proposal threw "to the winds a well-settled policy that has been the
gradual evolution of nearly a century and a half of practical and
often bitter experience."37 The opponents of Hoover's plan ac-
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knowledged that something must be done to preserve the public
lands, but without jeopardizing the idea of conservation.
In 193 I W. J. Morrill, State Forester of Colorado, circularized
the western states to ascertain their desires and found that an overwhelming number of state foresters opposed transfer of the public
domain to the states. State lands boards, however, were adamant in
their cries for cession to the states. Morrill added that "merely
granting these public domain lands to the states unconditionally
would not improve the present situation. The chief thing is to get
them under such management as shall stop their deterioration."38
He suggested that grazing districts be established and appropriate
fees charged for their use. A portion of these fees could be given to
the state and county in which the lands were .located. He heartily
recommended that the Federal government retain title to the lands,
but added that some states did not agree. Wyoming, for example,
wanted to own the lands with full mineral rights, and administer
both without any interference from the Federal government.
President Hoover, however, was considering the idea of making
a gift of two hundred million acres of land, which belonged to the
nation as a whole, to a few western states. "No mean gift, assuredly: almost a tenth of the land area of the United States, equal to
a strip one hundred and ten miles wide straight across the continent
from New York to San Francisco."39 Parts of the public domain
were picturesque areas of grassland and sagebrush, and it was over
the use of this grassland that political battles followed the announcement of Hoover's plan. "Civil war, to be sure, will not be
waged over these lands," wrote one critic, "but the scheme of
disposal advocated by the President's Commission will bring conflict-in Congress, in the press, in politics, on the range lands themselves."4o
Conservationists made many recommendations to counter Hoover's proposal. Most of them felt that Congress should control the
public domain and establish grazing regulations. They believed
that the forests on the public domain should be placed under the
administration of the Forest Service, and that a method of selling
some public lands to individuals might be worked out after careful
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study by the Department of Agriculture. Thus, the department
which controlled the forest lands would also regulate the other
parts of the public domain. 41 Arthur C. Ringland, writing in
American Forests and Forest Life, summed up the opinion of most
conservationists when he stated that the public domain belonged
to the people as a whole and that Congress should continue to
regulate it. 42 Concerning President Hoover's proposal, Oswald G.
Villard, in The Nation, emphasized that "once let the nose of Mr.
Hoover's camel inside the tent, and how long will it be before we
shall have to welcome his fore legs, his hump, his hind legs, and
his tail."43 Hoover's proposal was defeated through the combined
effort of conservationists and the western state governments, which
refused to accept the public lands unless the mineral rights were
included. Hoover had insisted upon Federal retention of title to
the minerals.
The chance for full state ownership had passed, but the range
lands of the public domain continued to suffer. Most conservationists believed that "the rehabilitation of overgrazed range necessitates a management directed by experts trained in the new science
of range control."44 Henry S. Graves, Dean of Yale Forestry
School, said that "the damage from erosion and the establishment
of torrential conditions has proceeded so far that sooner or later
expensive engineering work will be necessary."45 Most conservationists realized that the lands were no longer valuable for homesteading, but very valuable for grazing purposes. 46 Stockmen of
the West had made a profit by using the public lands as they
wished, and graziers seemed to be the only ones not wanting something effective done in the realm of conservation. 47
Professor Walter Mulford, of the Forestry School of the University of California, blamed all parties involved for the damage
to the land.
We have been hanned by unwise policies on public and private
lands. We have done harm, too. We have all seen swift, swirling
mountain streams in which a man, misstepping, would quickly lose
his life, converted into snake-like lines of bare rock, ugly scars in
the countryside. 48
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Another writer pointed out that it was all too evident that "destruction of the grass permits rapid run-off of water. As a result many
Western streams that 25 years ago, kept between well defined
banks are now, at times, raging torrents that spread over the land
in often changing beds."49 Water control was a critical aspect of
range control, since the grazing areas were "arid to semi-arid, having an annual rainfall of twenty inches or less."5o The Federal government made a series of studies of range conditions from 1930 to
1940, and in the reports the full extent of range land damage
was made known.
The overgrazed public domain caused damage to other areas during the great drought and dust storms of the 1930's. "Soil particles
in the form of dust and fine sand . . . covered and destroyed the
crops and sod on nearby land."51 The extent of this topsoil movement was known to professional conservationists, who reported that
"since 1932-particularly in 1934 and 1936-soil of the southern
Plains has been moved by the wind out of proportion to anything
previously known in American history."52 This blowing away of
the topsoil was a serious problem, but the problem had begun when
ranchers stocked the range beyond its carrying capacity, and destroyed the protective grass cover. In 1932 the United States Department of Agriculture investigated grazing practices on public
lands in Nevada, and found that a few large graziers "less than
150 in number-each of whom raises both cattle and sheep, control over one-third of all the controlled land of the State and use at
least that proportion of the open grazing lands."53 In addition to
range domination, it was found that nomadic sheep graziers used
the land in Nevada extensively, and did great harm to all but themselves.
A report from the Secretary of the Interior's office, two years
after the Taylor Act became law, showed the extent of the destruction of the range. 'The existing range area has been depleted no
less than 52 per cent from its virgin condition, using depletion in
the sense of reduction in grazing capacity for domestic livestock."54
This same range, once capable of carrying 22.5 million animal
units, could carry only 10.8 million by 1936. The Interior Depart-
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ment report also discovered that "too much range damage in its
early and often obscure stages occurred undetected, because the
average stockman, in most ways a keen observer, was not looking
for it."55 This vast damage to grazing lands was caused when "intensive grazing was introduced into the semi-arid range country;
the normal trend in plant succession was reversed and there appeared a type of vegetation less able to protect the soil or provide
adequate forage for livestock.56
Government conservationists made suggestions to solve the
tragic dilemma of the range, with recommendations for passage of
a regulatory act, such as the Taylor Act, as foundation for range
reclamation. The conservationists suggested to the livestock men
the "sale of surplus stock or culling of the herd will meet the requirements"57 to preserve the range lands. Even in 1938, after
some progress had been made, range conditions were still so poor
that "only about 2 per cent of the usable range area, according to
the best information available, is free from erosion."58 The Department of Agriculture warned that unless a scientific range development program was begun, "a substantial part of the public domain
area will become a desert, in fact if not in name."59 The Agriculture Department also recommended that any future changes in
land policy "should be carefully devised so as to give due recognition to existing possessory rights."60 Before the conservationists and
the Roosevelt administration got the Taylor bill through Congress,
one group of stockmen did cooperate with the Interior Department
in grazing control. Approximately 42,000 acres of public domain
were leased to Custer County, Idaho, stockmen in the hope that
the agreement would "permit the lands to be handled in such a
way as will foster range control in the interest of protection of
watersheds . . . and the conservation and encouragement of plant
growth."61 The experiment worked to the satisfaction of all parties
concerned.
In 1932, when the Hoover plan for cession to the states was
squarely defeated, conservation-minded Americans began to clamor
anew for effective Federal regulation of the grazing lands of the
public domain. A struggle over where the jurisdiction for these
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lands should be placed ensued. In only a short time, however,
"Forest Service officials went on record as favoring legislation giving Congressional authority for the proper administration of the
grazing resources of the public domain to the Department of the
Interior."62 Many concerned individuals cared little where jurisdiction was placed, so long as the watersheds and vegetation were
protected. Foresters preferred that protection be the responsibility
of the Federal government, as is shown by the policy statement of
the American Forestry Association. President George D. Pratt
stated that "the American Forestry Association stands for inviolate
retention of the lands and natural resources which now belong to
our people as a perpetual and inalienable truSt."63 Suggestions concerning the public lands came from all quarters, with Ovid Butler,
editor of American Forests, suggesting that unemployed men be
put to work restoring these ranges. This would help speed recovery
from the Depression and aid in improving the condition of the
public lands. 64
Optimism reigned throughout conservationist ranks when President Franklin D. Roosevelt gave leadership to the conservation
movement. Percival S. Ridsdale, editor of Nature magazine, stated
that "during the Roosevelt Administration, we may be certain that
the friends of the forest, the national parks and other Natural resources will find not only a willing ear but an understanding heart
in the White House."65 Roosevelt understood well the need for
conserving this nation's natural resources. Congress was not as
receptive to conservationist ideas as was Roosevelt, but after committee hearings in both the House and Senate, the Taylor bill was
safely on its way to passage.
In the committee hearings, numerous conservationists expressed
their desire for range control. In the House hearings, Seth Gordon,
president of the American Game Association, speaking of the
Taylor bill, emphasized that "unless something of this sort is done
very promptly, as one of my friends who knows the West thoroughly expressed the other day, it will be but a short time until
the white man will have to move out of the West."66 F. A. Silcox,
Chief of the Forest Service, reminded the committee that "in our
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early dealings with the ranges that Winchesters and .45 caliber
revolvers were used to settle range disputes."67 Silcox suggested
that passage of the Taylor bill would mean that the courts could
settle the problems on the range.
The Taylor bill, after great deliberation, emerged from Congress, but doubt was cast on the value of the bill by sharp division
of opinion between lawyers of the Departments of Agriculture and
Interior. Agriculture Department lawyers recommended that Roosevelt veto the bill on the grounds that the Senate amendments
short-circuited the major conservation aspects of the bill. The
American Forestry Association also recommended veto of the
Taylor bill, saying that the amended bill gave the states too much
control over the grazing districts. 68 But after Attorney General
Homer S. Cummings expressed confidence in the bill, President
Franklin D. Roosevelt signed it on June 28, 1934, and announced
that "the passage of this act marks the culmination of years of effort to obtain from Congress express authority for Federal regulation of grazing on the public domain."69 The President believed
that the nation had taken a great step forward in the interests of
conservation. Some forest conservationists still remained displeased
with the Taylor Grazing Act, and continued to cry that the Federal
government had relinquished "control over the lands to the
states, by hardening past use of the public ranges into permanent
property rights."70 In 1935 Arthur N. Pack, editor of Nature
magazine, supported the conservationists who still opposed the
amended Taylor Grazing Act. He said that the range lands should
be cleared of all livestock "until nature has had time to get in her
work and restore an adequate natural vegetation."71

WHILE SOME DISSENT lingered after the Taylor bill's passage, the
bill achieved the purpose of awakening the public to the need for
regulation of the public domain. Both cattlemen and conservationists had influenced the final draft of the Taylor Bill. Cattlemen had
successfully amended it to give stockmen rights-of-way for stock
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driving, and preference to previous users in assigning permits.
Moreover, a hearing had to be held in a state before a district
could be established. 72 Although many conservationists were unhappy with the final bill, they had successfully influenced Federal
retention and regulation of the lands.
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